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Effects of Moral Licensing on High-Cost and Low-Cost 
Helping Behaviors 
Moral Licensing 
 
A phenomenon in which individuals feel 
confident enough in their morality to 
refrain from acting morally in the future 
(Merritt, Effron, & Monin, 2010)  
 
The Present Study 
 
Examine the effects of moral licensing 
on prosocial behavior varying in cost-to-
self (i.e., high-cost, or low-cost) 
 
Method 
 
121 participants (87 women, 34 men) 
 
1) Participants completed a moral 
licensing manipulation or a control 
manipulation 
2) Participants read high-cost or low-
cost helping scenarios and rated 
their likelihood of engagement in 
helping behavior from 1 (not at all 
likely) to 7 (very likely) 
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Method (continued) 
 
Moral Licensing Manipulation 
 
Licensing Condition- participants wrote 
about an event that relates to morality: 
 
“Write about a time when you acted in 
such a way that you felt righteous or 
honorable…” (Conway & Peetz, 2012) 
 
Control Condition- participants wrote 
about an event unrelated to morality:  
 
“Recall what you ate for dinner over the 
past week.”  
 
Helping Scenarios 
 
High-Cost: helping that requires the 
helper to exert more effort or make a 
sacrifice in order to help (e.g., letting a 
neighbor borrow a gardening tool you 
were planning on using that day) 
 
Low-Cost: helping that requires little (if 
any) effort or sacrifice (e.g., giving a 
friend 50 cents to pay for a bill at a 
restaurant that only accepts cash) 
Results  
 
Morally licensed individuals were not 
significantly less willing to engage in 
helping behaviors. 
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Participants rated themselves as more 
likely to help when the cost-to-self was 
low. 
 
Conclusions 
 
Did not replicate previous research 
findings.  
 
In general, people tend to help more 
when the behavior is low in cost-to-self 
than when it is high. 
